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How to Select and Work with a Consultant 
by ALLISON L . AUGUR, JR. 
Manager, Management Advisory Services, Cincinnati Office 
Presented before the Cincinnati Chapter of the American Produc-
tion and Inventory Control Society, Cincinnati—November 1970 
TOPICS ASSOCIATED with the selection and use of consultants are receiv-
ing much attention in the literature and discussions of today's busi-
ness community. There seems to be no doubt that they are a very real 
part of the business scene, but unfortunately there is also no doubt that 
there is a great deal of confusion concerning the most effective ways for 
a company to utilize the services provided by consultants. 
The purpose of this article is to reduce some of this confusion by an-
swering the following questions: 
• What is a consultant? 
• What do consultants do and how do they do it? 
• When should you use a consultant? 
• How should you select a consultant? 
• How should you work with a consultant to obtain maxi-
mum benefits? 
WHAT IS A CONSULTANT? 
Surprisingly, this is not an easy question to answer. In 1969 the 
American Institute of Certified Public Accountants issued three state-
ments on Management Advisory Services ( M A S ) defining the nature, 
role, and competence requirements of independent accounting firms in 
providing consulting services. The statement on the nature of M A S 
begins: 
Management Advisory Services by independent accounting firms can 
be described as the function of providing professional advisory (con-
sulting) services, the primary purpose of which is to improve the client's 
use of its capabilities and resources to achieve the objectives of the organ-
ization. 
This statement describes the areas, approaches and processes typi-
cally associated with providing the services, but it also recognizes the 
impracticability of establishing a "list of acceptable areas of service." It 
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goes on to discuss ways of evaluating the propriety of participating in 
consulting services and the appropriate role for a consultant to maintain 
in providing these services. 
The Association of Consulting Management Engineers defines man-
agement consulting as follows: 
Management Consulting is the professional service performed by 
specially trained and experienced persons in helping managers identify 
and solve managerial and operating problems of the various institutions 
of our society; in recommending practical solutions to these problems; 
and helping to implement them when necessary. This professional ser-
vice focuses on improving the managerial, operating, and economic per-
formance of these institutions. 
The latter definition also goes into more detail than the first con-
cerning approach and responsibilities. 
Perhaps the foregoing descriptions are helpful in answering the 
question, "What is a consultant?" But answered or not, we all know that 
there are consultants available to assist management in almost every as-
pect of their jobs. There are also some general classifications that may 
help you to understand the consulting profession. To begin with, there 
are two basic types of consulting organizations viewed from the range or 
scope of the services they provide: 
• Specialists 
• Generalists 
The specialists vary in size from individual, independent consultants 
to large consulting organizations. The specialization can be by technical 
area, such as production control, plant location, executive search, com-
puterized systems; or by industry, such as hospitals, restaurants and re-
tail establishments. A t times, this type of consulting firm even special-
izes in a particular technical area in a particular industry. A n example of 
this would be computerized systems for hospitals. 
The generalist type of consulting firm, as the name suggests, pro-
vides a broader range of technical services to more types of organizations. 
This is made possible by maintaining a consulting staff of individual 
specialists drawn from a wide range of specialty areas. 
There is one further classification that you may encounter. The gen-
eralists can be further subdivided into C P A and non-CPA or into A C M E 
and n o n - A C M E . The particular terminology used generally depends on 
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whether you are listening to someone from an organization that is a 
member of the Association of Consulting Management Engineers or to a 
member of the Management Advisory Services staff of a firm of Certified 
Public Accountants. 
WHAT DO CONSULTANTS DO AND HOW DO THEY DO IT? 
In our consulting work, we recognize a series of phases typical of 
most engagements. A n examination of them may help you to understand 
the "what" and "how" of consulting. These phases can be described as— 
• Engagement definition 
• Information gathering and analysis 
• Preparation of recommendations 
• Implementation of recommendations 
Engagement Definition 
Consulting engagements usually start when someone in the client or-
ganization becomes aware of a problem and decides to discuss the need 
with a firm that provides a consulting service. This recognition may 
originate from within the client organization as a response to any one 
trouble symptom, or a combination of them, such as late deliveries to 
customers, poor employee morale, declining sales, or shrinking profit 
margins. There are many others. 
Company management may also become aware of a problem through 
discussions with someone outside the organization who is familiar with 
its operation. For example, C P A firms normally have a continuing rela-
tionship with a client through their audit, tax, and other services. Fre-
quently, through this close knowledge of a client's organization, they are 
able to call attention to particular problems that may exist and on which 
they believe the client should take action. 
In any event, when a member of company management decides he 
needs assistance in solving a problem that requires attention, his first 
step is to discuss the situation with someone from a consulting organiza-
tion that he believes has the potential to be of help. How this 
phase might then proceed I believe I can best describe by discussing our 
approach to engagement definition, since it is fairly representative of 
what you should expect of a professional consultant at this point. 
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When we in M A S are asked to discuss a problem situation with a 
client, we attempt to learn in advance as much as possible about the 
company and the problem area that may have been identified. W e can 
then determine who from our firm is best qualified to meet with the com-
pany and construct the engagement definition. As generalists we provide 
a broad range of services to a wide range of types of organizations, and 
the individuals selected for a particular client must have the experience 
necessary to meet the client's needs. This selection is particularly impor-
tant in our firm because, to the extent practicable, we prefer that the in-
dividual making initial contact with the client have a continuing respon-
sibility for the engagement until it is completed. 
In meeting with a client to determine how we might be of assist-
ance, we normally first discuss the problem with him to gain an under-
standing of his appraisal of the situation. We then proceed to a limited 
fact-gathering stage to determine further the nature and magnitude of 
the problem and to develop enough information to answer the following 
pertinent questions: 
• Does the client have a real problem? 
• Are we to work on the real problem and not a symptomatic 
problem? 
• Does the client recognize that he has a problem and what the real 
problem involves? 
• Does the client need our help? 
• Are we qualified? 
• Is the climate such that the client may be expected to act on a 
sound recommendation directed to a real problem when he re-
ceives it? 
If we can answer "yes" to these questions, we then prepare and dis-
cuss a definition of the proposed engagement with the client. This "pro-
posal" must contain a specific description of the scope of the proposed 
services, the actions that will be required to provide these services, and 
an estimate of the time required and the resulting fees. 
This initial phase of an engagement, we believe, is very important. 
Our experience has been that many of the problems occurring later in, 
or even after, a consulting engagement are the result of the failure either 
of the consultant to understand what the company wants or needs or of 
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the company to understand what they are contracting to receive. For suc-
cess, there must be a complete understanding by both parties concerning 
the— 
• Scope of the project 
• Scope of each party's participation 
• Nature of services being provided 
• Time frame of the project 
• Cost 
• Expected benefits or results 
During the course of an engagement it is possible that some of these 
factors will change, but there should be a formal redefinition based on 
this change when it occurs. 
Returning again to the consultant who has been framing the en-
gagement definition: he has two additional tasks to perform before he is 
done. He must (1) develop a detailed, time-based plan for the conduct of 
the remaining phases of the engagement, and (2) determine to the great-
est degree possible the personnel, both client and consultant, who would 
be most effective in carrying out the engagement. 
Since we shall look at this phase from the client's viewpoint in the 
next section, let us assume the proposal has been accepted and that work 
commences on Phase 2—Information Gathering and Analysis. 
Information Gathering and Analysis 
In this phase of an engagement the consultant, or team of consult-
ants, is engaged i n — 
• Ascertaining the pertinent facts and circumstances 
• Seeking and identifying objectives 
• Defining the problem or opportunity for improvement 
• Evaluating and determining possible solutions 
Typically, this includes interviews and the gathering and analysis 
of information pertaining to the specific project area and to the history, 
current operations, and plans of the company as they relate to the prob-
lem that has been identified. The reason for this wide scope of informa-
tion gathering is not, as we sometimes hear, that the consultant is look-
ing for the next engagement. The true reason is that a consultant must 
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not only develop recommendations that are conceptually sound, but wil l 
meet that client's specific requirements for a reasonable period of time; 
and they must be such that the client wil l be able to implement them. 
Therefore the consultant must develop as thorough a knowledge of all 
relevant facts as is practicable. 
It is often very hard to determine when this phase ends and the next 
phase, Preparation of Recommendations, begins. One usually blends into 
the other. During this phase we start to develop and test alternative 
courses of action. Sometimes this is very informal and occurs as part of a 
discussion or interview. A t other times it means formal meetings, discus-
sions, or possibly even the evaluation of results using computer simula-
tions. A t some time, however, information gathering and analysis is com-
pleted, and we start preparing to formalize our findings. 
Preparation of Recommendations 
The consultant brings experience and an objective viewpoint to the 
problem, and these elements, of course, have an impact on his recom-
mendations. It is also important that his conclusions not only are sound, 
workable, and responsive to the need, but that they are put in a way that 
can be understood by client management. This means his being able to 
put the situation in such clear perspective that this element in itself be-
comes an important contribution. This philosophy follows the well-
known principle that a simple-appearing solution is difficult to develop, 
while a complicated solution can usually be arrived at with little effort. 
On several occasions we have heard members of client companies de-
scribe the preparation of consulting recommendations as the "packag-
ing" of ideas collected during consultant interviews with various client 
personnel. Those of you who have done consulting work will recognize a 
certain element of truth in this statement. For example, we believe it 
very important for client personnel to participate actively in all phases of 
an engagement. If this is done, it provides an atmosphere for generating 
good ideas from the people who know the company's operations best—its 
managers, supervisors, and employees. Recommendations that reflect 
company experience as well as the consultant's knowledge and back-
ground normally are the most constructive. 
Finally, it should be pointed out that action is more likely to result 
when the consultant develops recommendations not only concerning 
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what should be done, but also how it should be done. Our experience 
has been that the recommendations pertaining to a step-by-step, time-
framed action program and to the structuring of an effective company or-
ganization to carry out the recommendations are as important as the rec-
ommendations themselves. 
The consultant's recommendations must, of course, be effectively 
communicated to his client. There are many ways of accomplishing this. 
Usually we do it in the course of a discussion with the appropriate per-
sonnel of the client company, working from an outline. We have found 
the discussion format to be best because we believe it is vital that there 
be complete understanding of what we are recommending and of the 
steps and resources required for putting the recommendations into effect. 
Implementation of Recommendations 
Books could be and have been written about accomplishing changes 
and improvements in organizations, and this is what implementation is 
all about. Really, in a consulting engagement there are three stages that 
separate the professionals from the amateurs: 
• The first is in the Engagement Definition phase, when the con-
sultant must decide if and how his firm can be of assistance to the 
client. 
• The second is in the Preparation of Recommendations phase, 
when the consultant must develop a program that is practical and 
truly meets the needs of the client. 
• The third is throughout the entire Implementation phase, when 
the consultant must work with all levels of the client organization 
to assist them in accomplishing change. 
This last statement should be emphasized. To be successful, change 
must be accomplished by the client organization itself. In this process, 
the consultant plays a vital role, but his activities should be limited to— 
• Developing plans 
• Training personnel 
• Recommending organizational structures and courses of action 
for the implementation 
• Measuring progress and limiting the scope of activity to that 
originally agreed upon 
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• Ensuring that adequate communications are maintained 
• Assuring that original objectives are met 
The actual development and implementation of the details of the 
improvement project must be done by client personnel. We have found 
that only in this way will they have the understanding necessary to uti-
lize the results of the engagement activity. In addition, other advantages 
gained by emphasizing client involvement are that it— 
• Reduces resistance to change since the ultimate users are in-
volved in the development; 
• Improves the quality of the work since those who know the most 
about the detail of the operation are involved in its change; 
• Reduces the cost to the client since consultant involvement is min-
imized through use of company people; 
• Broadens client personnel through contact with new ideas and 
provides a capability in the company to maintain and refine im-
provements that are made. 
WHEN SHOULD YOU USE A CONSULTANT? 
A wide range of answers to this question is available. If you believe 
what Robert Townsend says in his book Up the Organization* consult-
ants should never be used except as a threat, or as he says— 
Don't use them under any circumstances. Not even to keep your stock-
holders and directors quiet. It isn't worth it. 
Many organizations who've been through it will react promptly, 
thoroughly, and effectively to the threat: If you fellows don't get shaped 
up in thirty days so you're a credit to the rest of the company, I'm going 
to call in Booz, Allen. 
Another answer was provided by a member of our staff who said that 
frequently consultants should have been used ten years before the com-
pany finally called them in. 
Realizing that neither of these answers is of much help, let us de-
velop some guidelines. 
A s a general proposition, consultants represent a resource to be used 
by management in diagnosing and/or solving a problem. Let us discuss 
their usefulness in terms of the management of a manufacturing concern. 
*Townsend, R.. Up the Organization. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1970. 
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When a production manager looks at his future schedule and determines 
that certain required operations will not fit the production capability of 
the shop, he may go to an outside source. This lack is normally the result 
of one or both of two conditions: 
• Insufficient production capacity 
• Lack of the necessary technical ability 
Similarly, companies draw upon consultants either to provide an ad-
dition to an existing capability that is overloaded, or, more properly, to 
provide a level of technical knowledge or experience that does not exist 
within the company. If the latter is indicated as being what is required, 
the definition of technical knowledge must not be limited solely to the 
classical technical areas of cost, production control, personnel, data proc-
essing, etc., but should also include problem-solving, project control, im-
provement implementation, and problem definition. In addition, consult-
ants provide other benefits: 
• Since they are dedicated to a particular project on a full-time ba-
sis, the chances that the project wil l be completed are much 
greater than when company personnel alone are used. 
• When the project is completed, their services can be terminated. 
• They bring to the company up-to-date experience in both similar 
and dissimilar industries. 
• Their experience can be absorbed by company personnel and 
thus retained in the organization. 
• They can view the causes and solutions of problems without emo-
tional or career involvement. 
• They can cross normal company organizational lines to obtain a 
company-wide viewpoint. 
On the basis of all this, we would say that if a company finds itself 
without the capability or experience resources to solve a problem, 
it should consider using the resources provided by a consultant. 
HOW SHOULD YOU SELECT A CONSULTANT? 
W e have found that the best way to select a consultant is to follow 
a series of specific steps that will not only aid in this decision, but also 
will help answer the question of the advisability of using an outsider 
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and at the same time provide a firm foundation for any improvement pro-
jects. 
Determine What Is to Be Done 
The first step should be to define your problem as you see it—or at 
least identify the symptoms of the problem if it is a problem with which 
you are dealing. If it is an improvement that is desired, establish your 
objectives. This definition should be done formally and committed to 
writing. Realistically, it should be recognized at this point that this is 
the initial problem definition. If consultants are subsequently involved, 
you should seek their analysis of the situation before completing the 
problem definition upon which their work wil l be based. 
Evaluate Your Resources 
The next step is to evaluate what manpower and experience is avail-
able, within the company, to deal with the problem or to effect the im-
provement. This evaluation should be realistic! If your company is like 
most, you have files full of projects that are only 80 per cent done be-
cause something more important came along. Determine what needs to 
be done, who is going to do it, how long it wil l take, and establish a de-
tailed, time-based plan for accomplishment. If you can do it yourself, do 
it. If you lack the resources or question your analysis, move to the next 
step. One further suggestion: a good way to determine the chances for 
success for your company in an improvement project is to check your 
track record of successes on earlier projects of a similar nature. 
Call in the Consultants 
Now you do have a problem; whom do you call? A s we discussed 
earlier, you are in the land of C P A / n o n - C P A ; A C M E / n o n - A C M E ; spe-
cialist/generalist; big firm/small firm. Your task is to obtain the name 
or names of reputable consulting firms providing the type of service you 
require. Sources for these names are your firm of certified public ac-
countants, industry associations, other companies in your community, 
and other companies in your industry. Get in touch with these sources, 
and then on the basis of the information gathered, contact one or more 
consulting firms. 
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Select a Consultant 
Earlier we discussed this process from the consultant's viewpoint 
Now let us look at it from yours. A s we saw, you are going to be visited 
by one or more members of the consulting firm. In a brief period of time 
they will be gathering the information necessary to determine— 
• If and how they can be of assistance to the company 
• How long it will take 
• How much it will cost 
• What type of consultant experience should be used on the project 
You should make yourself, your people, and your records available to 
them so that they can do the best job possible in the shortest period of 
time. 
A t the conclusion of their visit, or shortly thereafter, they will pre-
sent their proposal to the company. A t this time appropriate members of 
company management should make a point to discuss this proposal with 
the consultants. You should not rely on the written proposal alone. You 
should make sure that you have a complete understanding of the scope, 
approach, time framework, and cost of the proposed services. In addition 
you should satisfy yourself of the qualifications of both the consulting 
firm and the individuals who wil l participate in the engagement. Sev-
eral words of caution, though— 
• Much has been written about selecting a consulting firm on the 
basis of qualifications of the individual assigned to the project. 
While this advice has some merit, do not neglect to evaluate the 
consulting firm itself. This is the organization that wil l provide 
the resources and guidance to the individual consultant as well as 
the consultants with other technical skills if required later in the 
engagement. 
• Do not insist on having a consultant with experience precisely 
in your industry. He should have the experience necessary to un-
derstand your organization and appreciate your problems, but 
this does not necessarily require experience specifically in your 
industry. One of the advantages of using consultants is that they 
can bring fresh ideas from other industries. Y o u know your in-
dustry and your company; so why pay to have this experience du-
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plicated? Obviously, this does not hold true for technical expe-
rience. If you are having production-control problems you want 
someone with a proven record in production control, and this 
holds true for other technical areas, such as cost accounting, com-
puter feasibility, salary administration. 
• Evaluate carefully any differences in scope between your anal-
ysis of the problem and that of the consultants. Very often we 
find that a prospective client is aware of the symptoms of a prob-
lem, but has missed the basic cause. In some cases he will even at-
tempt to limit our participation to just the symptoms. If we can-
not change his mind, we wil l not accept the engagement. In other 
cases, we have even been asked to do the wrong job. Again, it is 
our job to define an engagement that will be of benefit to the cli-
ent or decline to propose. 
• If you still have questions regarding the necessary scope of the 
project, do not hesitate to ask the consultant to undertake a brief, 
preliminary study to define the problem. You wil l probably have 
to pay for this, but the cost wil l be small compared with what 
would be spent on a full-scale engagement on the wrong problem. 
Another advantage of this approach is that you will have a chance 
to see the consultants in action before you commit yourself to the 
main project. 
A t this point in time, you should have all the information necessary 
to make your decision as to "go/no go" on the project, consultant or no 
consultant, and which consultant, if you called in more than one. So let 
us move on to the final question. 
HOW SHOULD YOU WORK WITH A CONSULTANT 
TO OBTAIN MAXIMUM BENEFITS? 
Earlier we described a consultant as a resource to be used by a com-
pany either to expand an available, but overloaded, capacity or to pro-
vide a needed capacity on a temporary basis. In either case the consult-
ant is providing a service to the company for a fee, and the quality of the 
services provided wil l depend, to a great extent, upon the attitude and 
understanding each has for the other. For example, the time to question 
the advisability of undertaking such a joint venture—and that is what a 
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consulting engagement really is—is before the project is started, not dur-
ing its performance. Once the engagement has started, it should 
be looked upon by both parties as a common effort to arrive at a satisfac-
tory result. 
O n occasions, consultants have had to deal with clients who either 
treated the consultant's work on one hand as having been created 
in heaven and passed on to the client engraved on stone tablets to be nei-
ther comprehended nor questioned or on the other hand as having been 
dreamed up by confidence men who were attempting to take advantage 
of the company. Needless to say, in either of these situations, a consult-
ant must spend considerable time before he can establish the proper com-
pany climate for the accomplishment of change, and this is time that 
would be much better spent on the project itself. 
It is possible to summarize in three words the secret for getting your 
money's worth from consultants: 
• Understand 
• Support 
• Communicate 
Understand 
• Understand the consultant's preliminary analysis of your problem 
or project as presented in his proposal letter. 
• Understand the nature, scope, approach, time, and fees of his 
proposed services. 
• Understand his recommendations not only as to what to do, but 
how you organize for and carry out these recommendations. 
Support 
• Provide adequate physical facilities. 
• Co-operate and ensure that your subordinates co-operate. 
• Provide proper manpower support in both number and quality. 
Communicate 
• Provide required data to consultants. 
• Ensure a free flow of information, in both directions, between 
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company and consultants as to— 
. . Plans for project 
. . Status of project 
. . Problems incurred 
. . Findings 
These three words can even be summarized into one— 
Participate 
It is your company, or department, or problem. The consultant has 
been retained to help you. He cannot do the job himself. Y o u must par-
ticipate— 
• Intellectually—by understanding what he is going to do, what 
he is doing, and what he has recommended 
• Physically—by giving of your time and that of your subordinates 
Participation is of prime importance during the implementation of 
the recommendations. This participation should be as widespread as 
practical and involve as many different people as possible. W e very often 
recommend implementation of recommendations utilizing a task force/ 
steering committee approach. In this approach, the task force is made up 
of middle-management personnel drawn from the various areas engaged 
in the project. In a production-inventory control engagement, for exam-
ple, this might include personnel from production control, production, 
product engineering, and data processing. It might also include person-
nel from industrial engineering and cost accounting committed on either 
a full-time or, at least, a part-time basis. 
This task force would report to a steering committee made up of 
senior management personnel who would serve to guide and evaluate the 
performance of the task force. W e would also desire and expect under-
standing and support from top management. Beyond this, we would en-
courage the task force to involve as many other people as possible be-
cause, for the reasons previously outlined, this involvement maximizes 
the chance for project success. 
CONCLUSION 
The many types of consulting services available to management to-
day can represent an important addition to a company's resources. To be 
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effective, however, the company must work at utilizing this resource as 
it would with any other and not expect results to be automatic. Consult-
ing services must be based upon a clear understanding by both the com-
pany and the consultant as to the scope of the project and the respective 
roles. Further, management must anticipate and insist upon participa-
tion in the project by personnel at all appropriate levels of the organiza-
tion. In the final analysis, it is their company and they are responsible 
for its results. 
